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Society and the Secondary School 


EFORE any statement of objectives 

can be given, it is necessary to an- 
swer a fundamental question; namely, 
Why do we have secondary schools? It 
is not enough to say that we have them 
now because we have had them for a 
long time. The amazing increase in num- 
bers of pupils who within recent years 
have enrolled in our secondary schools, 
especially in our four-year high schools, 
would indicate that these institutions 
either actually are meeting, or are seem- 
ing to meet, the needs of our American 
society. At least American parents are 
demanding for their children more than 
an elementary education. In other words 
we have secondary schools because so- 
ciety demands them. This statement, 
however, is by no means an answer to 
the question; it merely brings the answer 
one step nearer. We must still ask, Why 
does society demand secondary schools? 
To this question no single answer can 
be given. 


Since our secondary schools are social 
institutions set up in order to meet a 
social need and a social demand, it is 
pertinent to ask, What are the needs and 
demands of our American society so far 
as they relate to secondary schools? In 
the first place we need secondary schools 
because we are unwilling that our boys 
and girls be forced to endure the hard- 
ships of earning a living at the age of 
eleven or twelve. Child labor does not 
commend itself to any large section of 
the American public. If children are not 
to go to work at the beginning of adoles- 
cence the alternative is that some type 
of school must be set up, where under 
direction individual development may be 
continued and social adjustment furth- 
ered. If the secondary school performed 
no other function than to care for the 
needs of children after the onset of adol- 
escence until they are ready to go to 
work, it would perform a useful service, 


but an expensive and inadequate service. 

Plain, everyday experience shows that 
adolescent children have still much to 
learn if they are to cope successfully 
with the complexities of modern life. 
They have not mastered adequately the 
fundamentals; they have but little in- 
sight into the great fields of learning and 
into the wide domains of human experi- 
ence; they know but little of the possi- 
bilities inherent in their lives or in the 
civilization of which they are a part. 
There is a large public demand for an 
institution which affords an opportunity 
to induct the pupil into the beginnings of 
the higher scholarship, and into a better 
understanding of society and its institu- 
tions; to help him to realize the meaning 
of his individuality, and to develop in 
him a more highly trained personality. 

Since successful living depends to a 
high degree upon success in a vocation, 
there is an insistent social demand that 
boys and girls of adolescent age not 
going beyond the secondary school be 
given an opportunity for vocational train- 
ing. Whether this training shall be gen- 
eral or specific in nature is still to be 
determined. In some-form or other the 
secondary school is expected to be a voca- 
tional school in the sense that it is to 
prepare for life activities. 


There is wide recognition of the fact 
that the perpetuity of our American in- 
stitutions depends upon an electorate 
which has been educated in right civic 
attitudes, ideals, and habits. The work 
to be done is too extensive and important 
to be accomplished in the elementary 
school. We need some other institution 
so constituted as to be able to deal with 
civic training in a large way at a time 
when the pupil is mature enough to under- 
stand its significance. 


Our American society demands that a 
considerable number of its members shall 
be trained in the highest reaches of schol- 
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arship and of wisdom and for expert 
service of a high order. For this purpose, 
higher institutions of college and univer- 
sity rank are required. Obviously, the 
elementary school is not qualified to give 
the preparation necessary for the pur- 
suit of advanced studies, nor does it deal 
with boys and girls at the age when dif- 
ferentiation and guidance with respect 
to such studies are possible. The sec- 
ondary school meets the demand for a 
convenient method of administering a 
unified system which begins with the 
kindergarten and ends with the profes- 
sional school of the university. In other 
words, the public demand that a school 
preparatory to college entrance be pro- 
vided, is met by the establishment of 
secondary schools. 

Finally, on the part of an influential 
section of the public there is the hope 
that the schools will not only preserve 
the best of the racial inheritance, but 
that they will also be the instruments 
for ameliorating the unfavorable condi- 
tions of the present and the active agents 
in the making of a better world. Good as 
the work of the elementary schools is in 
these respects, the task of amelioration 
and of betterment is too comprehensive 
and exacting to be entrusted to the ele- 
mentary school alone. Other institutions 
beyond the elementary school must carry 
the work forward. For this purpose the 
secondary school and the college are 
essential—The Sixth Yearbook of the 
Department of Superintendence of the 
N. E. A.: The Development of the High 
School Curriculum. 





“Knowledge will forever gov- 
ern ignorance; and a people who 
mean to be their own governors 
must arm themselves with power 
which knowledge gives.” 


—James Madison. 

















